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The Dumbest Generation by the American pragmatist Mark Bauerlein ends with a severe warning about the prospect for democracy in American life. The author says that the social and leisure activities currently being pursued by young people are killing the culture. People over thirty should react; adults from all areas must unite: …against youth ignorance and apathy and not to fear the "old fogy" tag and recoil from the smirks of the young. The moral poles need to reverse, with the young no longer setting the pace for right conduct and cool thinking. The Dumbest Generation will cease being dumb when it regards adolescence as an inferior realm of petty strivings and adulthood as a realm of civic, historical, and cultural awareness that puts them in touch with the perennial ideas and struggles. The youth of America occupy a point in history like every other generation did and will, and their time will end. But the effects of their habits will outlast them, and if things do not change they will be remembered as the fortunate ones who were unworthy of the privileges they inherited. They may even be recalled as the generation that lost that great American heritage, forever (Bauerlein 2009, 235-236) .
Reading Bauerlein's text, we hope that this is simply the result of a generational lack of understanding and an insufficient flexibility on the part of the older population with respect to the culture of the young. Considerable problems may arise as a consequence of the singular focus of teenagers and adolescents on electronic entertainment, television program, shopping and their ignorance of intellectual knowledge and skills. This issue is definitely not unique to the United States of America. The warning signs are on the horizon: it may become and, perhaps already is, a problem for us too.
If young people develop addictions to the internet, telephone, TV or shopping, then this may lead to severe social consequences. Slovak author P. Malovič (2007, (11) (12) (13) recognizes that the internet is currently the most progressive medium that has seen exponential growth in terms of basic, general and specialist knowledge. Yet he warns that if its use is inappropriately supervised and children at a susceptible age find themselves in a position where they may be able to imitate inappropriate role models (e.g. older schoolmates as well as teachers and parents-to note the most obvious examples), then they will stop being the ones in control and will slowly begin to feel a compulsion to be constantly in the cyberworld. This process begins with the fact that all their activities-even eating-are carried, where possible, in the company of the internet. They become estranged from their families and surroundings, they drift away from friends in the real world and lose contact with reality. D. Še beňová (2000/2001) adds that individuals can spend hours connected to the internet. This potentially inappropriate and, above all, extreme use of the new technology provokes great concern about the factors of addiction. This type of addictive behavior is chiefly a problem in young people and involves surfing the web, downloading, e-mailing, chatting, playing computer games, internet shopping, or using the internet phone.
In the Czech Republic, there have so far been two research projects concerned with monitoring the prevalence of addictive internet behavior. Šim ková and Činčera (2004) analyzed the internet behavior of a group of 341 students and identified 6% of them as display addictive behavior. Šmahel et al. (2009) conducted research on a representative sample of the population (1381 persons). Their research findings show that advanced addictive behavior was observed in 3.4% of internet users in the undifferentiated population and an additional 3.7% were considered to be at risk because of their addictive online behavior. Those most in danger were young people aged between 12 and 15 years. Prevalence in both categories reached 23% (8% exhibited addictive behavior, 15% at risk of developing addictive behavior) (Vondráčková, Vacek 2009, 4-7) .
In Slovakia, Ľ. Sejčová (2010) conducted research into similar addictions on a sample of 517 students aged between 15 and 23 years. 2 The results showed that 41% surf the internet several times a week, 40% daily, 16% several times a month, and only 3% do not surf at all. The author regards surfing the internet on a daily basis as excessive and risky (the term "risky" is used to describe the behavior of those at risk of internet addiction) and this was true for 40% of the respondents. The respondents are most often connected to the internet daily for one hour (24%), for two hours (17%), three hours (14%), zero hours (12%), 5 hours (8%), four hours (8%), six hours (5%), ten hours (3%), seven hours (2%), eight hours (2%), nine hours (1%), thirteen hours (1%), twelve hours (1%). Being connected to the internet for more than 5 hours per day is regarded as risky and 25% of the Slovak respondents admitted they spent that amount of time on the internet. Using Young's criteria (Young 1999, 351) , Ľ. Sejčová found that young people spend more time than intended online-(54%); they use the internet as a means of escaping problems or to improve their mood (for example to combat feelings of powerlessness, guilt, anxiety or depression)-(29%); they feel that they are excessively occupied with the internet (thinking about they have been doing and what they are going to be doing)-(24%); when they try to limit or stop their internet usage, they feel restless, bad-tempered, depressed or irritable-(13%); they feel the need to spend more time on the internet to achieve satisfaction-(12%); they repeatedly and unsuccessfully attempt to gain control of, decrease or stop their internet usage altogether-(12%); they lie to their families, therapist, or anybody else to cover up the extent of their internet use-(10%), they have risked losing an important relationship because of their internet use-(10%).
The young respondents most often check their e-mail once a week (40%), once a day (33%), several times a day (14%), do not check their e-mail at all (10%), every minute (3%). Therefore, 17% of respondents exhibit risky behavior in relation to e-mail (risky behavior: several times a day, every minute; non-risky: not checking at all, once a week, once a day). As many as 62% of respondents exhibit risky behavior in playing computer games (risky behavior: several times occasionally, every day; non-risk: never or played only once). The respondents were also asked a series of questions developed by Zimmerl to identify chat addiction (1998); 9% of the youngsters were identified as chat addicts.
Television addiction also deserves a mention. Over the last few years TV programs have developed extensively, with the continual mixing and revamping of programs. The main trend is towards commercialization with elements of entertainment penetrating all formats. The scenario for television addiction is the same as that for computer addiction. The time spent watching television has increased to such an extent that viewers may disengage from real life and withdraw into the virtual world portrayed on television. It is a passive form of entertainment and parents should set boundaries on how long their child watches TV. E. Hrdinová (2001) stated that, according to neurologists, spending too much time in front of the TV set can damage a child's concentration and attention span in the long term, perhaps even for life; with the result that there would be nothing to hold the child's interest, the child would require constant entertainment. The child may feel empty and experience a constant need to plug the gap. They may later compensate these feelings of emptiness by becoming involved with drugs, sects and violence. The respondents in Sejčová's research were given the following assignment: Estimate how many hours you spend watching television. The results showed that youngsters most often watched TV: for one hour (26%), for two hours (25%), didn't watch TV at all (7 %), for three hours (15 %), for four hours (7 %), for five hours (7 %), for eight hours (1 %), for thirteen hours (1 %), for ten hours (1 %) per day.
The new technologies have also brought about another recent phenomenon that encourages young people to close themselves up in their own community: the excessive use of mobile phones. Mobile phones are often perceived to be a status symbol; the constant release of ever newer designs and the fact that they can be used as an MP3 player, radio, and camera makes this technological miracle even more attractive. In her research, Sejčová posited the question: "How often do you check your mobile for text messages or for missed calls?" The results showed that young people check their mobiles most often: several times a day (56%), every minute (22%), do not check it at all (9%). Respondents check their mobiles relatively frequently to see if somebody has called or sent a text message-more than a half of them do so several times a day.
Thus we can see how, in Slovakia as well, teenagers and adolescents are drawn by these technologies into the virtual world, which, as it were, becomes their own and most important reality, which has so little in common with the world of the adults. And yet, as Bauerlein puts it, it is the world itself that has not developed the critical thinking and intellectual knowledge required for an awareness of the historical context of the current social processes involved in the shaping of civic responsibility and skills as well as in acquiring the necessary moral habits necessary for a viable and functioning democracy.
Bauerlein holds that "Digital technology has fostered a segregated social reality, peer pressure gone wild, distributing youth content in an instant, across continents, 24/7" (2009, 200) . He adds that the fact that young people are happy that they are able to use these technologies, moreover, hinders young people in developing one of the fundamental elements of long term success: a precise, realistic assessment of their actual skills. The popular digital practices of teenagers and twenty-year-olds have not expanded their horizons, they simply seal off access to maturity, steal hours of leisure time that could have been supplemented by school activities. According to Bauerlein, the blame lies not only with young people, but also with technophiles and website providers. Nor should we place the blame on those parents who deposit their children in front of the computer so that they can have a moment to themselves or on those who install a computer in their children's bedrooms in the expectation that it will serve as a learning tool.
Parents like technology because it eases the demands of parenting, but they might be a little less inclined to do so if they weren't led to believe in the intellectual benefits of screen time.
When it comes to education, parents take their cue from others, people who set learning standards and legitimize different exposures. This leads us to another group: the custodians of culture, the people who serve as stewards of civilization and mentors to the next generation. They maintain the pathways into knowledge and taste-the school curriculum, cultural institutions, and cultural pages in newspapers and magazines-guarding them against low standards, ahistoricism, vulgarity, and trendiness. If the pathways deteriorate, don't blame the kids and parents overmuch. Blame, also, the teachers, professors, writers, journalists, intellectuals, editors, librarians, and curators… (Bauerlein 2009, 161).
They do not insist on the value of knowledge and tradition, who do not judge cultural novelties according to the high standards established by the best of the past, who do not stand up to adolescence and declare that it is time to get rid of childish attitudes. "They have let down the society that entrusts them to sustain intelligence and wisdom and beauty, and they have failed students who can't climb out of adolescence on their own" (ibid.).
Bauerlein warns that enthusiasm for new technologies is not enough because the screen is no longer simply an accessory, or an "extension" of intellectual skills beyond the "linear model". "It's the primary activity, and the cultivation of nonlinear, nonhierarchical, nonsequential thought patterns through web reading" that currently "transpires on top of a thin and cracking foundation of print reading." Since the young do not practice to any great extent the linear, hierarchical, sequential thinking that is required to read books and since they are increasingly less likely to approach linear texts in a linear way, their ability to concentrate using uninterrupted linear thinking is also deteriorating. To think in a nonlinear way and without prejudice sounds creative and unique. However, once the web comes to represent the student's dominant intellectual sphere, its value will change and there will be a slide into a destructive temptation to avoid a more disciplined way of thinking. The other effects may also turn out to be harmful. If students grow up believing that texts are meant to be interactive-to add, to delete, to cut and paste-they will not be patient enough to absorb the content of complex texts. Adolescents do not realize it but the digital links divert their attention away from working on their self-improvement. The screen sets the intellectual standard low and offers an immediate benefit. The majority of users will not acquire better skills from their time spent in front of the screen. It will strengthen their social impulses but will stunt their intellectual growth. Then, together with the one-sided concentration on the products and opportunities offered by e-culture, the teen age is being extended to the age of thirty and the generation of twenty-year-olds, who in the past took responsibility for their actions and tried to stand on their own two feet, are now prolonging the adolescence they do not want to abandon. That concludes Bauerlein's warnings, which should be taken seriously by us as well.
There are two main areas affected by this lack of emphasis on the development of thinking in young people. On the one hand, it may prevent the habits and skills from being developed which would then form the basis for creative thinking. These habits and skills would enrich young people's life philosophy and improve their ability to resolve and deal with personal problems using this open-ended thinking, which is not sealed in an immutable form. On the other hand, improving thinking ability creates the foundations for perfecting the skills associated with a person's role within groups, and this applies to the narrowest possible role to the role they may play as citizens of a democratic society. The ability to understand creates the prerequisites for critical dialogue and nurturing these abilities helps promote an active civic attitude and respect for democratic practices. Thinking helps to protect people against demagogy; it eliminates the dangers of the passive acceptance of various futile or dangerous doctrines. Bauerlein puts it as follows: "A healthy democracy needs a vigilant citizenry and a healthily vigilant citizenry needs a reservoir of knowledge" (2009, 215) .
Many western social scientists speak of the wider changes occurring today within the lifestyle trends of Western countries, which do not affect only the young. They say that the postmodern era has brought narcissistic and individualist tendencies, an aesthetization of that which is ethical, and a focus on consumerism and material goods. As is the case with Western culture as a whole, our own culture is also witness to a shift in perceptions of life, moving away from peaceful lifestyles towards a world of adventure, dynamic experiences and visible and noisy effects. We are also seeing a gradual move away from an approach to life that is determined by the confines of time and space in the sense that there is no longer a demand for the continuity of ideas or conformity in the attitudinal values that inform an individual's behavior in different areas of life.
Society ceases to interfere in people's private lives on an ideological basis. Lifestyles no longer attract social sanctions and only rarely are clear-cut criteria applied to produce consistent behavior in people and to harmonize behavior with a stable value structure based on solid dominant elements. As lifestyles cast themselves free from well-established rules, there is a corresponding focus on achieving success and at the same time a weakening emphasis on ethical parameters. Society is becoming more tolerant of those who do not recognize the ethical dimensions of behavior; slyness, deceit, mystification and a promotional (self)stylization have all long been associated with commercial strategies and are now starting to be seen as a sign of "skillfulness" and a proportionate approach to life that attracts no negative response. Current tastes are increasingly tolerant of self-indulgence, greediness, self-absorption, a blurring between the individual and their needs and an ostentatious display of above-average living standards, which are all seen to identify an active approach to life and exceptional qualities and abilities. Many authors are critical of the associated deepening of individualistic tendencies and this is true of adherents of both conservativism and liberalism.
Neoconservative critics even talk of a crisis of contemporary culture. D. Bell warns us that spontaneity is now considered superior to reflection, humans beings are wiping out the past along with tradition, relinquishing it in favor of the present and the future. Thus, people are not joining the long chain of existence, cultural continuity is fading away and the desire for novel feelings is becoming the driving force for change.
H. Arendt also expresses fears about the loss of continuity in relation to the disappearance of authority and the disruption of western traditions. Arendt underscores that free human action can only develop where spontaneous initiative is interlinked with the past. The crises of identity reflect the consequences of atomization in a consumer society. The loss of authority and vanishing traditions create, Arendt believes, an abyss between children and the world, leading to the disruption of normal human relations.
R. Scruton (2002) also discusses the loss of continuity. He is afraid that loyalty, authority and customs will not survive and continue to operate as the ties that connect society, for Scruton associates the narcissism of people today with self-admiration and contempt for others. For many people the world has narrowed and closed itself in within the boundaries of the individual. We are witnessing an unusual alienation-the intentional subordination to leisure time and its supremacy. Leisure time has become "idleness" a cogwheel that turns but sets nothing in motion. As Scruton puts it, people become particularly estranged from themselves at the time of this "idleness"; alienated people see themselves as objects, compelled only to satisfy their individual and animal instincts, and not to participate in communal life. Lipovetsky (1998) believes that a weakening of the awareness of the whole also leads to particularization and narcissistic individualism. He argues that we no longer recognize our duty to live for something other than ourselves. Even though the Narcissus of today is looking for responsibility and charity in his own conception, s/he is still Narcissus, a symbolic character of our mediocre era.
We need not quarrel with the critics of contemporary culture over the fact that the trends about which they talk do not exist. Nor it is necessary to argue that they are characterizing the contemporary world of Western culture in its entirety. Responsibility for the current state, according to these authors, lies with the notion of authenticity, which has been operating in Western culture since the time of Rousseau. They believe that the challenge of "being oneself" and understanding life as a form of authentic self-expression led to a surge of longing for subjective autonomy which then matured into the individualism of today. On the other hand despite also criticizing unhealthy manifestations of individualism, liberallyminded authors emphasize that individuality can only emerge within a social context; thus, the attempt to "be oneself" and to present oneself authentically need not be, in our opinion, something that leads to an undesirable particularism and to an individualistic narcissism; it does not necessarily end in a weakening of the whole and the expunging of the solid value context. Authentic manifestation and autonomous decision making-in the context of respect for the interests of others-need not involve atomization and egoistic self-assertion. An open plan of goal achievements, which may contribute to the quality of the life of a group or an individual (that is not to the detriment of others), is not necessarily worse than people hiding themselves behind the interests of the whole in pursuit of personal profit or worse than the hypocritical manipulation of groups we have often been witness to. We have to bear in mind that the ideal of the free man and individual autonomy and the challenge "to live in harmony with one's own nature" have been present in Western culture for centuries. It is therefore hard to see how they can be primarily responsible for the current deficiencies. Molecular individualism, particularism, the intimate ghetto or hedonistic narcissism as mentioned by conservative critics of liberalism are not the result of applying the ideal of authenticity itself, rather they are rooted in the wider social and economic context. In our opinion, this ideal is not responsible for the collapse in the belief in progress, in the great projects of the future nor for the fact that ethical concepts are no longer considered attractive by people today. It has decidedly not driven people towards the sphere of intimacy. No ideal is strong enough to be able to generate the trends that have become characteristic of our postmodern era. It would be better to say that this ideal has itself become victim of the context that is deforming it, stripping it of its real meaning and driving it into a place where it does not belong. Liberal concepts of authenticity rely on the concept of mutual "recognition" through widespread (temporally and spatially) human communication and we cannot accuse them of causing the individual's isolation. For instance, C. Taylor (2001) defends the idea of authenticity as a means of finding meaningful content in a person's life and using it as a basis on which to build ethics correspondent to the present era. Authentic self-expression is important for the mental state and spiritual life of humans who cannot absolve themselves of responsibility for the life they live and perceive it as "living with others"; their approach to life is creative, they are able to shape it and fill it with meaningful content, they are open to change and try not only to understand but also to change themselves. Humans are not seen merely as beings or events, social phenomena or natural structures, cultural entities, a centreless web or a footprint in the sand, but are regarded as unique, whole human beings defined by their own physical, mental and intellectual dispositions, as people who perceive, live, judge and decide, and are constantly having to choose.
We have to admit, however, that in the atmosphere of the postmodern world it is much more difficult for young people to adopt a responsible attitude towards themselves and the world around. The atmosphere encourages them to remain in their own private world and that of their own subculture as long as possible. Within this context, in 2008, we carried out research into the way in which 508 Slovak university students approach life in order to establish which trends are to be found in this environment.
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Our research involved evaluating essays by respondents written freely on the theme of their ideal of the good life. The research findings showed a clear majority were concerned with their own personal welfare: having a happy family and being able to take care of it; having good friends, a good partner, and a fulfilling job (60%); introspective orientation-on inner experience: being loved and experiencing love, experiencing happiness, being happy, experiencing inner satisfaction, finding joy and peace in little things (54%); with a materialist orientation-satisfying one's own needs through money, having more than others, achieving prosperity, having a well-paid job (40%). All these elements form the foundation stone of the individualistic focus of contemporary western culture and we are slowly becoming its building blocks. In the spirit of contemporary postmodern ideals, a quarter of the respondents expressed a creative orientation-making autonomous decisions, rejecting hypocrisy, living authentically, improving and developing one's personality, being open to change, having an interesting and creative job. Some orientations may be considered fashionable, such as a competitive orientation, in terms of personal achievements-being successful, delivering a unique performance, not being ordinary, obtaining a position, prioritizing personal benefits, being the best (25% of respondents) and an adventurous orientation toward unusual experiences and uniqueness-experiencing everything possible, making oneself visible, living an unconventional life, preferring exceptional experiences, enjoying risk-taking, travelling (10% of respondents). By contrast, only 14% of respondents mentioned a prosocial focus on public wellbeing-being devoted to work, preferring social interests to private ones, working for the good of society, working for others, helping others selflessly. Hence, the respondents' desire to participate in public activities and solve problems in the interest of a community outside the family was at a minimum.
This also corresponds to the fact that in more than half the respondents their conceptions of their personal ideal of the good life were not tied in any way to their surroundings or the more distant world and its condition. They paid no attention to the needs of others. Those who did mention the surrounding world in their essays wished for world peace, safe streets, a world free of natural disasters (19%), humanity, tolerance, unselfishness, mutual human help (18%), good interpersonal communication, the eradication of pointless bureaucracy, not promoting individual needs at the expense of the majority, well-being for all (12%), equality among people, more attention to be paid to their inner development, respect for individual needs, a greater emphasis on freedom and freedom of choice and action (6%). Furthermore, the majority of our respondents formulated an implicit position, which was not connected to the role they might play in the potential changes. In addition, 14% expressed an explicitly passive relationship: the world does not change, we should therefore strive for our own happiness and not take the world's problems to heart, but try to break free of them; while only 6% expressed an explicitly active relationship: they would like to try to improve the world and participate in its positive changes.
In terms of conceptions of the world, our respondents appeared to be completely lost: it is alarming that 53% of women and 55% of men did not answer the question on the ideal of the good life-their relationship to the world-despite the fact that they were expressly asked to do so. Moreover, 2% of them did acknowledge the world but they replied that they did not know what the world was like, what the world should be like; some did not even feel like discussing the issue. Thus their ideas about the good life indicated a high degree of pessimism in relation to the world and it may well be that the absence of an active attitude derives from the world itself. We should, however, bear in mind that the pessimism we are speaking about need not necessarily be the result of a conviction of their real powerlessness but it could quite easily be used by young people to justify their unwillingness to take part the in problem solving process in the public sphere. Only one respondent (female) out of 508 students in our research on the ideal of the good life realized that people are also citizens during their life.
An additional research probe was carried out in 2009 on a sample of 701 high school and university students. We asked more specific questions in order to verify the willingness of adolescents and young adults to undertake activities beyond their own private sphere, i.e. the wider community outside their family. The respondents ranked their goals in life as follows-satisfaction (52%), love (42%), implementing their personal plans (27%), financial security (16%), wisdom (14%), being helpful to people around them (13%); being of benefit to humankind (9%) came last. The respondents were allowed to give several answers; this showed that the vast majority focus completely on their own private goals and only a tiny minority of answers included the opportunity to help the neighborhood and humankind. The ratio was 151: 22% in favour of the private aims.
We then investigated the kind of areas in which young people would help if they had a chance and what kind of environment they would associate with useful activities. Once we linked the individual categories together, it was again shown that the private sphere-the family and looking after oneself and close relatives came first-64%, followed by the locality-the region, town, district where they live-57%, and in third place with 35% was-the widest sphere-the world of Europe. Although the differences were not as significant as in the preceding question, the private sphere still came first. It should be said that some young people are aware of the need to solve problems within a wider area, while local problems were identified as important by more than half the respondents and more than one third considered European and global problems to be important. Almost two thirds of respondents identified the private sector with useful activities. If we put together the local and the wider area, we see that young people would rather be helpful in terms of taking care of themselves and their close relatives (in the private zone) than the other options at a ratio of 2:3. Thus, overall, the private sphere does not dominate here, which can be regarded as one of the more positive findings of our research. Respondents were also asked which three wishes they would like to have fulfilled during their life. We did not offer any choices; they were free to choose. After evaluating their replies we divided the individual wish categories into two areas-private and public-and the resulting ratio was 84: 11%. The additional probe focused on monitoring attitudes to solving public problems, which confirmed to a large extent our earlier findings from the research on the ideal of the good life. The focus on the private sphere is dominant and the public sector features minimally in ideas concerning the way of life or lifetime goals.
Thinking about our research findings we asked ourselves how we could contribute in shaping young people's interests in public affairs and how we could intervene positively in helping them build their personal ideal of the good life so that they might succeed in fulfilling their personal interests, but at the same time take part in problem solving in a wider context. In this respect, we had to go back to the issue of the need to develop the creative critical thinking that is absent in the contemporary generation of teenagers and adolescents and, in addition, to an emphasis on nurturing important civic skills and attitudes. This might help young people to make their value structure more transparent, to label or change their own implicit preconditions in relation to their ideal of the good life and its civic dimension. This also means nurturing and strengthening the ethical connections between their attitude to life and the activities they currently undertake or will do in the future. The development of these activities is necessary for the young chiefly because of the fact that they are bombarded
